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Food Insecurity and Its Growing Impact on College Students Today 

 
A few years ago, during my mom’s final quarter of studies at Cal State East Bay, I went 

with her to one of her night classes. Afterward, we stopped into the little student market to buy 

some snacks for the drive home. On our way out, sodas and sandwiches in hand, we saw a young 

student desperately counting the few coins he had in his palm. As we passed him, he glanced up 

and kindly asked if we could spare him fifty cents so that he could buy a Cup ‘O Noodles. My 

mother immediately handed him a ten-dollar bill and told him to buy himself something a bit 

more filling. I remember feeling so sorry for him, but I failed to realize, at the time, that he just 

one of many students that are forced to plan their paycheck down to the cent, just to be able to 

eat.  

Being college students, I think it’s important for us to understand food insecurity and its 

widespread effects on our peers. Having encountered a handful of situations such as the one I’ve 

just explained, I decided to research this issue which many students face today. 

Food insecurity is a growing epidemic in college campuses nationwide, and deserves to 

be addressed and taken care of. Today, we’ll examine the problem of food insecurity, how it can 

be combated, and how we can personally advocate for its eradication. 

Let’s take a closer look at the problem of food insecurity.  

In 2018, on a page entitled “Definitions of Food Security,” the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture defines food insecurity as “the consistent lack of access to enough food in order to 

live an active, healthy life.” Food insecurity is present among individuals of all ages. In the past 

two decades, research has shown that it’s growing prevalence has expanded among 



undergraduate students (Watson, Malan, Gilk & Martinez, 2017). A University of California 

system wide survey concluded that 42 percent of college students attending UCs experience food 

insecurity (Watson et al., 2017). Its effect seems to trend toward those who come from lower-

income family backgrounds, and those who work while attending school (Watson et al., 2017). It 

is also more common among minority students, with those from the African-American and 

Hispanic-American communities being the most affected (Watson et al., 2017). In 2017, Marissa 

O’neill and Jen Maguire write that in their study conducted at Humboldt State University, “forty-

two percent of students identified as Latino/a… and 54% identified as African-American.”  

Food insecurity threatens millions of students annually (Dewey, 2018). The rising costs 

of tuition, books, and supplies, are reported to have contributed to this growing number 

(Williams, 2019). Higher rent in off-campus housing was also shown to be a determining factor 

of insecurity. This is because food seems to take a back seat to more important expenses such as 

rent and bills (Watson et al., 2017). In their 2017 article entitled “College students identify 

university support for basic needs and life skills as key ingredient in addressing food insecurity 

on campus,” Tyler Watson and his colleagues write that “many students are unaware of other 

campus food resources (Awareness of food insecurity, para. 2).”  

Many recent studies being conducted on this issue have observed a strong correlation 

between student hunger and its impact on learning and student wellness. One study indicated that 

many financially-strained students reported that worrying about food became a big stressor that 

negatively affected their academic performance (Watson et al., 2017). Financial stress also 

affects student wellness (Cady, 2016; Williams, 2019). These students have a higher risk of 

developing anxiety and, in the worst cases, suicidal ideation (Cady, 2016).  



Earlier, I mentioned that a whopping 42% of UC students experience food insecurity 

(Watson et al., 2017). That percentage alone is a red flag that screams “THIS IS A REAL 

PROBLEM!” And for those of us that are transfer students, it may very soon be our problem, 

too!  

Many argue that this issue is not worth solving. Many disregard hunger as an issue, 

especially those who have not experienced it. But this ignorance toward a very real problem will 

only hurt us in the end. Our nation’s dropout rate is steadily increasing, and is expected to 

continue doing so as our population expands (Selingo, 2018). One of the main reasons of 

dropping out is financial instability, which often encompasses food insecurity (Torero, 2014). If 

we address food insecurity, it will be one less problem on the plates of those struggling to attain 

a proper education. The wage gap between those with and without college degrees has grown 

exponentially within the last fifty years (O’neill & Maguire, 2017). This means that it is 

important, now more than ever, to receive a formal education (O’neill & Maguire, 2017). If this 

issue is not addressed, it will gravely injure our economy (Torero, 2014). 

Now that we’ve examined the problem of food insecurity, let’s take a look at how we can 

work against it. 

An effective way to bring change into college campuses would be to address the lack of 

food from two different standpoints: immediate provision and continual education. The first step 

involves providing immediate aid to students who are food insecure. Universities would 

collaborate with local food banks to receive donations of shelf-stable foods, which can then be 

provided to students in need (California State University East Bay, 2019). The second, perhaps 

more crucial, step is the education of students about the opportunities being provided. As I 

mentioned earlier, many students are unaware of the opportunities that are provided for them 



(Watson et al., 2017). Outreach is key here! Representatives from local food banks would hold 

informational meetings on campuses (California State University East Bay, 2019). At these 

meetings, students would be able to learn about food programs offered by the school and about 

other programs that are government-funded (California State University East Bay, 2019). These 

ideas have already shown some success at local colleges. Cal State East Bay runs the Pioneers 

for H.O.P.E. program. Since 2016, they have provided underserved students with not only food, 

but also career clothing and essential toiletries (California State University East Bay, 2019). 

It is sometimes easy for us to disregard this as an issue, especially if we’ve never 

personally dealt with it before. But for a moment, think how difficult your situation would be. 

Imagine that you’ve just gotten out of your last class of the day. It is 8 P.M. You are 

exhausted after taking three exams on the same day. You begin driving home, and suddenly you 

remember that you haven’t had dinner yet. So you stop by the nearest Safeway and figure you’ll 

just buy a pre-packaged sandwich and some chips. But, when you get to the counter, you realize 

that you left your wallet in the car. But not to worry, you remember that you have a ten dollar bill 

in your pocket as change from lunch time. So you pay and make your way home. 

Now, imagine not having lunch or breakfast that day. Imagine having to ignore the the 

thundering growls your stomach makes as it pleads with you to put something in it. Imagine that 

instead of having ten dollars for that one meal, that those ten dollars are your food budget for the 

next week. This is the frightening reality for many students today, and it does NOT plan on 

going away, unless we are willing to intervene.  

We’ve looked at the problem of food insecurity and we’ve explored some solutions. Let 

us now see how we can personally play a role in stopping it. 



We can solve this problem by getting directly involved! The best way to do this is to 

volunteer at a local food bank. You can assist with services such as packing fresh produce into 

bags that will be shipped to outreach centers. You can also work directly with outreach 

representatives and talk face-to-face with those who struggle with food insecurity. Another way 

of helping is by simply talking to your peers. Inform those around you about the government and 

school funded services that they can utilize. 

Food insecurity among students has become a serious issue, and it must be solved. We’ve 

analyzed the problem of food insecurity among college students, how it can be solved, and what 

each of us can do to stop its growth. Personally, I’ve had the opportunity to work with the Contra 

Costa Food Bank and their outreach services to inform those in need of the opportunities 

available to them. If you or someone you know is suffering from food insecurity, know that there 

are resources available. For those of us that are blessed enough to be unfamiliar with the burden 

of hunger, let us help those who are less fortunate. When we help feed our peers, we are not 

doing something extraordinary. We are doing the complete ordinary–affording them with the 

most basic of human needs. 
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